II. A Letter from Edward Milward, M. 2). 
to Martin Folkes, Efq$ Erejident of the 
RoyalSociety, concerning an Antidote 
to the Indian Poifon in the Weil-Indies. 


SIR , 


Read Jan. 7. 
1741-1. 


A S the Royal Society, over which 
you fo worthily prefide, was in- 
ftituted for the Advancement and Propagation of 
Natural Knowledge, and as I am convinced, that every 
the leaft Step towards fuch a Defign cannot but be 
agreeable,- I fhall do myfelf the Pleafure of com¬ 
municating to you, an extraordinary fpecific Anti¬ 
dote againft the Indian or Negro Poifon; which, I 
doubt not, will be the more acceptable, as this Poifon 
hath hitherto been cfteem’d the moft deftrudive of 


any. 

The Knowledge of this Remedy was firft purchas'd 
from a famous Negro Poifoner, at a great Expence, 
by one who ftyles himfelf, Ifaiah Burgefs , c Do5tor 
of Bhyjic i and the Secret devolv'd to myfelf, by 
means of a Manufcript of the Dodor's, which, 
amongft others, I have procur’d, for my Hijlory of 
the Rhyfical and Chirurgical Writers of this King¬ 
dom. The Author intended this little Trad, which 
contains Obfervations on the tnoji confiderable Dif- 
tempers in America, fhould be made public? he 
wrote it, at the Requeft of his Friends, about . . 

.when an Expedition was delign’d 

into America 5 and particularly declares, that he pur¬ 
pos’d 
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pos’d the Divulgation of this fpecific Antidote, that 
fuch as Should go to the Weft Indies, among ft the 
Spaniards, might meet with a Remedy in cafe of 
NeceJJity. What prevented the Doftor from exe¬ 
cuting this his laudable Defign, I know not % but as 
it was plainly his Intention it fhould be made pub¬ 
lic, and as the Knowledge of fuch a Remedy may 
be of the greateft Benefit to Mankind, I (hall lay it 
before you, without any farther Preamble j that it 
may, by means of your TranfaBions, be communi¬ 
cated to the World, provided you fhall judge it 
worthy of fo diftinguilhing an Honour. 

“ The Negroes , fays he, ufe a Poifon of a ftrangc 
“ and extraordinary Nature. The Dofe is very 
“ fmall, and it hath no illTafte } fo that, mixt with 
“ Meat or Drink, it is not perceivable. It caufeth 
il divers Symptoms, and the Effect is various, accord- 
“ ing as the Dofe is large or fmall. It kills fome- 
“ times in very few Hours, fometimes in fome 
“ Months, and at others in fome Years. The Sym- 
“ ptoms are according to the Quantity given: If 
u great, it caufeth Evacuations upwards and down- 
“ wards j of Excrements firft, then of Humours, and 
“ laftly of Blood, with Fainting-Fits, and Sweatings. 
<{ Death follows in fix or feven Hours. The Ne- 
“ groes turn white. 

“ If the Dole is but fmall, the Sick loofeth his Ap- 
“ petite, feels Pains in his Head, Arms and Limbs, 
<( aWearinefsall over, Sorenefsin his Bread, and Diffi- 
u culty of Breathing, (fo that one appears as being 
<( in a Confumption) and at laft dies languifliing. 

‘‘ All Remedies yet publicly known, are of no 
<e Force nor Virtue againft this Poifon; and the Pa- 

A z tient 



[43 

u ticnt certainly dies. Nay, I queftion whether the 
** beft Cordial Remedies can put the lead Stop to 
“ the Efficacy of its Venom, or retard Death, and 
* ( put it off, longer than the Intention of the 
“ cunning Poifoner had fixed it, in proportioning 
“ the Dofe. 

“ I know that the Spaniards have Knowledge of 
“ this very Poifon, and am fatisfied, that I have feen 
“ fevcral Bocaneers die of it, given them by Spanifh 
<l Women. I am alfo perfuaded, that it is the fame 
“ Poifon ufed in Spain and Italy. 

“ This Poifon hath but one fpecific Antidote 
“ yet known; the Knowledge of which coft me very 
“ dear: And it was with much Difficulty I could 
“ perfuade a famous Negro Poifoner to part with 
“ his Secret. 

“ The Antidote is, the Root of the Senjible Weedy 
4C as it is commonly called, or Herba Senfitiva. It 
11 grows like a Shrub, has no Prickles, blolfoms 
“ yellow, and bears little Cods, full of fmall black 
“ pretty Seeds, of which the Women make Neck- 
“ laces and Bracelets. Take none of the Root but 
“ what is in the Ground; waffi it well, and fplit it 
“ in two. Take a good Handful of thefe Roots 
tl fo fplit, and fteep them in three Quarts of good 
“ clear Water in an earthen glazed Pot, having a 
“ Cover. Ufe but a moderate Fire, that it may boil 

but very gently. The Deeottion has no ill Tafte, 
il and you may either give it fo, or add Sugar, as 
* e you ffiall think beft. Give to the Patient a good 
" Glafs of this Decottion, as warm as he can drink 
u it s an Hour after give another, and fo for fome 
u time, as you fhall think it neceffary to make a 

“ perfect 
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u perfcd Cure. There is no Danger of giving too 
“ much ; it can do no Harm at all. Several People 
“ have taken this Decodion, though they have not 
<c been poifoned, thinking it would do them good 
te in other Dillempers; fo that one who any ways 
“ fufpeds he has had fome of that Poifon given 
u him, may drink it very fafely, and in whatQuan- 
“ tity he pleafes. The reft of the Plant is to be 
rejeded as bad and noxious.” 

The Doctor enforces his Obfervations by remark¬ 
ing, that he had been a Praditioner in thofe Parts 
for above Five-and-twenty Years. Many Negroes , 
he fays, were wonderfully preferved and cured by 
taking of this Antidote, though, for Brevity’s fake, 
he gives but one Inftance ; which is, “ of a ftrong 
“ Negro Man, about thirty Years of Age, and in 
“ perfed Health, who being one Night at a Planta- 
tion four Miles diftant from that where he lived, 
“ was invited to drink a Dram of Rum, by another 
“ Negro , who mixt Poifon with it. The Fellow 
** drank it up, perceiving nothing to be in it; but 
“ as he was taking Leave, on the other’s bidding 
“ him Farewel, and telling him he Ihould never fee 
“ him again, he fufpeded he was poifon’d and put- 
€t ting his Finger in his Mouth, vomited up great 
“ part of the Poifon, though there remain’d enough 
“ of it to caufe continual Evacuations in him up- 
«* wards and downwards ; of Excrements firft, then 
a of Humours, and laftly of Blood. As he was 
tc coming home, he fainted away feveral times, and 
*•' calling at length to fome Neighbour’s Negro 
** Houfes, was brought home extremely alter’d; turn’d 
“ white, and was, as it was thought, expiring. The 
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i( Root was irrimedhfely fcnt for, and the Decoftion 

made, and given him in great Quantity. He con- 
“ tinned taking k for three or four Days, and on 
“ the Fifth went to work along with the reft of the 

tc Negroes, ” 

That the Senftbk Plant is endow’d with the Pro¬ 
perty of rending Poifon, hath been, before this, 
taken Notice of. For the Honourable Sir Hans 
Sloane, the late worthy Prefident of this Society, 
whofe Writings will always remain an Honour to his 
Country, hath obferv’d from Pifo, that the Root of 
this Shrub is an Antidote againft the Shrub itfelf, 
which is very poifonous, and kills by Degrees, making 
the unhappy Sufferers Cache&ical, Short-winded, and 
Melancholy, till they die *. This greatly corro¬ 
borates what our Author has advanced; and it is 
obfcrveablc, that he likewife dire&s all Parts of the 
Plant, except that Part of the Root which is in the 
Ground, to be rejected, as bad and noxious : Though 
whether this be exa&ly the fame Plant with what 
our Author mentions, I dare not determine; as Sir 
Hans Sloane inquires whether it be not the 
chynomene % feu Mimofa arborefeens Americana , &c. 
fore albo ; whereas Dr .Burgefs exprefly fays, that it 
flowers yellow : though this may, poflibly, be a Mis¬ 
take in him. 

I am fenfible it may be objetted, that the Negro 
Poifon is of various Kinds; and that therefore,though 
this Remedy may be fo extraordinary a Specific in 
fomc Cafes, it may be unavailable in others. That 


* Ha t. Hitt, of Jamaica , Vol. II. p. 57. 
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the Negroes may have the Knowledge of different 
Sorts of Poifon, I deny not ; but it. wouid appear, 
from the Univerfality of the Effects of this Medicine, 
as the Dodlor affirms many have been wonderfully 
cured and preferved by it, and does not mention a 
lingie'Inftancc of its Mifcarriage, as though the Ne¬ 
groes in the Weft-Indies ufed but one Kind of Poifon, 
or, if different, yet fuch as comes within the Power 
of this Remedy. Befides, as we cannot be affured, 
but by the Confequence, whether the Poifon be of 
that Sort, as to be within the Reach of this Remedy, 
or not, I think there is all the Rcafon in the World 
it fliould be adminifter’d under any Sufpicion of the 
Indian Poifon: Efpccially, as the Doctor affurcs us 
of iis great Innocence; and I believe every one will 
readily agree with me, that it is no fmall Recom¬ 
mendation of a Medicine, That let what will be¬ 
come of its good Effects, it can do no Harm. 

Diofcorides hath rightly obferv’d in his Alexi- 
pharmics, that very different Foifons produce the 
fame Ejfefts upon Human Bodies ; and that there¬ 
fore they are , for the mo ft part , curable by the fame 
Remedies. For though the Kinds of Foifons are 
various , yet the Effects which arife from them 
are common , and but few f. And that Ornament 
of his Profeflion, the learned and beneficent Dr. 
Mead, who hath given us a more rational Account 


f Fere enim plurimorum Venenorum facilitates in eonfimiles 
effe£tus Corpus tandem deducunt: quam ob caufam plerifque com- 
munia conducuntAuxilia. Varia equidem funtVenenorum genera: 
communes tamen ? nec ita multi, qui ex iis oriuntur, afflatus. 
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of the Nature and Properties of Poifons, and taught 
us to reafon with greater Certainty about fuch abf- 
trufe Points, than any that ever came before him, 
is of Opinion, that though there be a great Variety 
of internal Poifons , as well Mineral as Viget able, 
yet they do all of them feern to agree in their pri¬ 
mary Ejfebls , and manner of Operation . Elf. III. 
And in another Place, That virulent Plants , al¬ 
though they may be dijhnguifh’d even from one another 
by particular Virtues , do however kill by a like 
Operation and Force. From whence it feems rea- 
fonable to infer, that although Poifons may be vari¬ 
ous in themfelves, yet it is not impoflible they may 
be cured by the fame Remedy; as they produce like 
Effects, and feem to kill by a like manner of Ope¬ 
ration. And a very remarkable Inftance of this we 
have in all corrolive Poifons, whether of the Mineral 
or Vegetable Kingdom, which, however different in 
themfelves, produce their Effe&s univerfally by erode- 
ing the Coats of the Stomachy and the Prim a Via > 
and which are all curable in like manner, by flieath- 
ing and blunting their acrimonious Particles, by 
means of fmooth, lubricating and oleaginous Me¬ 
dicines. 

But be this as it will, I think the Remedy deferves, 
at leaft, a fair and impartial Trial, as the Author has 
not indulged in any rhetorical Flourilhes, or Theory, 
but fcemingly confin’d himfelf to Truth, an*d plain 
matter of Fad. And, indeed, fhould it be found 
to fucceed but One time in Twenty , in fuch deplo¬ 
rable Circumftances, it cannot but be a Difcovery 
of the greateft Confequencei efpecially as we are 
fufficiently affur'd beforehand, that all Cordial and 
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Alexipharmic Medicines befides, can be of no Ser¬ 
vice at all. And this may ferve as another Argu¬ 
ment, why, under any Probability of a Pcrfon’s being 
injur’d by the Indian or Negro Poifon, this Remedy 
Ihould be adminifter’d j even though we cannot pofi- 
tively be afliir’d, whether it be by this very Poifon 
or not: For in Cafes where all other Remedies arc 
likely, if not fure, to prove unavailable, we may as 
well advife this as any. 

I cannot affirm, I ever knew any EffcCts from this 
Remedy on my own Knowledge or Obfervation j 
having never refided in thofc Places where this 
Poifon is frequent: But furcly a Medicine which 
promifes fuch great things for the Good of Man¬ 
kind, deferves to have a fair and candid Examina¬ 
tion ; and fhould it prove to be as ferviceable as the 
Author affures us it is, you cannot but receive the 
higheft Satisfaction, in being inftrumcntal in divulg¬ 
ing the Knowledge of a Remedy, from whence the 
Public may receive fuch unfpeakable Benefit. And 
it would be doing the higheft Service to their Fellow- 
Creatures, if fuch as have a proper Opportunity in 
the Weft-Indies , would adminiftcr it, according to 
the Directions here given, and report an exaCt Ac¬ 
count of its Succefs. 

One thing more I muft beg leave to add, with 
regard to the Trial of this Medicine ; that it would 
be neceflary to obferve, whether the fame Root, 
dried, would be of equal, or any Efficacy; that if 
fo, the Benefits of it may be extended to other Cli¬ 
mates wherein this Herb does not naturally grow : 
Particularly as the Author is convinced, that the 
fame fort of Poifon is ufed both in Spain and Italy. 

B I 
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I (hall do myfelf the Honour, fome other Oppor¬ 
tunity, of laying before you the Conje&ures of Au¬ 
thors concerning this Indian or Negro Poifon, with 
the Remarks I have made thereon} and if the pre- 
fent Paper proves acceptable, (hall communicate to 
you the Doctor's other Obfervations concerning the 
Bites of poifonous Snakes , poifonous Fifh, Wounds , 
and the moji remarkable ‘Dijlempers in the Weft- 
Indies } which cannot but be of great Service to fuch 
as refide in thofe Parts} efpecially as he mentions 
chiefly fuch Medicines as are Natives of the Coun¬ 
try he treats of, and which are therefore the more 
eafy to be procur’d. 

I am, Sir, (with the greateft Efteem) 

Tour, % and the S o c i e t y’s, 
moji Obedient , 
and very humble Servant , 

Edward Milward. 
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